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THE CONDITIONALITY OF SOURCE USE:
COMPARING SOURCE USE IN U.S. AND
SWEDISH TELEVISION NEWS
DANIELA V. DIMITROVA AND JESPER STRÖMBÄCK8
While there is scholarly consensus regarding the importance of news sources, there
are rather few comparative studies on how the media use sources. In addition, most
of these focus mostly on the coverage of specific events, and are primarily based on
print media. To go beyond these limitations and test the conditionality of source
use, this study compares the use of sources in routine news coverage in television
news in the United States and Sweden. The results show several differences in
source use in Swedish and U.S. television news, but also a more complicated
pattern of source use than anticipated. Most importantly, the results point towards
the conditionality of source use depending on the type of news story and topic
covered. The study warns against tendencies to generalize too far from single
country-studies on source use or from comparative studies that are based on the
media coverage of specific events or a single medium only.
Keywords: news sources, cross-national journalism studies, television news
News journalists around the world operate under different media systems and face
different political, cultural and economic conditions in their daily work. Nevertheless, they
have a lot in common in terms of the journalistic routines and newsgathering practices they
follow to get the news. An important component of news reporting routines is the reliance
on sources. Journalists around the world, regardless of type of medium, have to rely on news
sources in order to get their stories and keep the public informed about the news of the day.
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Sources exhibit significant impact on the construction and meaning of news (Bennett,
1990; Comrie, 1999; Entman, 2004). Among the many functions of news sources, one can
distinguish at least four different functions (Manning, 2001). First and foremost, sources
provide journalists with access to information about an issue or event. Next, the use of
sources in news reporting gives credibility to the news account. Another function that
sources play is to provide diverse viewpoints about the same issue or event. Finally, the
reliance on sources helps reduce newsroom uncertainty under deadline pressure and
provides structure and reflexivity to the news account.
The importance of news sources has been well documented by journalism and mass
communication scholars (Beckett, 1995; Bennett, 1990; Bennett et al., 2007; Berkowitz,
1987, 2009; Comrie, 1999; Gans, 1980; Lasorsa & Reese, 1990; Reich, 2009; Tuchman,
1978). However, source use has too rarely been studied in different types of news stories,
story topics or in a cross-cultural comparative context, although there are exceptions
(Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2009; Kim & Weaver, 2003; Yoon & Gwangho, 2002). Against
this background, the purpose of this study is to examine the conditionality of source use by
comparing news coverage in two different countries with distinctly different political and
media systems—Sweden and the United States (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). 
We focus on these two countries for two main reasons: First, in keeping with the most
different systems design (Przeworski & Teune, 1970), we wanted to select countries that
differ in their general characteristics and yet belong to the group of advanced democratic
societies. The United States is a large country with a federal system and decentralized
decision-making structure. Sweden, on the other hand, is a small European country with a
parliamentary multiparty system. Both countries have highly developed and free media
systems. However, the U.S. media system is very commercialized and heterogeneous while
the Swedish media system is more homogenous and has a strong public service tradition.
The second reason why we selected Sweden and the United States is that we wanted to
compare countries that belong to two different models of media and politics, according to
Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) well-established classification. The United States is a typical
representative of the so-called Liberal model while Sweden is a paragon of the Democratic
Corporatist model. Choosing two countries that exemplify two different models allows us
to position journalism within the broader context of the national political and media systems
in each country, isolating the nation as the context of study (Livingstone, 2003). 
Most previous research has focused on the use of news sources at the local and national
level, but examining source use in different countries allows us to see similarities in news
reporting at the international level. Studying the use of sources comparatively offers another
advantage: it provides the opportunity to understand differences in media coverage “in full
perspective” and gain deeper insights into journalism practice in general and news content
in particular. As recently argued by Berkowitz (2009, p. 108), to better understand the
journalist-source relationship, there is a need for comparative research where the “most
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productive position […] identifies contextual and structural similarities and contrasts
between two cases, and then adjusts the findings from one to better inform the other.”
Such comparative research on source use is also needed to test the assumption that the
medium dictates the type of messages being produced, as McLuhan famously noted (1964).
Despite the unique characteristics of television as a medium it is possible that the type of
sources used in television news would be conditioned by a number of different factors. First,
the topic a news story may impact the type of sources being selected. Second, the type of
story—for instance foreign versus national news—may influence what sources are included.
Finally, different sources may be used in routine news as compared to the coverage of
specific issues or events. In order to explore the conditionality of source use, the present
study extends prior research by comparing routine news coverage on Swedish and U.S.
television, which, although rarely analyzed in comparative journalism studies, remains the
most popular channel for receiving news. 
THE NEED FOR AND IMPACT OF NEWS SOURCES
News journalism cannot exist without sources. Sources serve multiple functions in daily
news production (Berkowitz, 2009; Cook, 2005; Lawrence, 2000; Manning, 2001; Reich,
2009). First, news sources provide journalists with access to information that they would
otherwise be unable to get. Especially in cases of remote news events the sources give first-
hand accounts of what took place (Lawrence, 2000). Additionally, by including sources in
the news reporting, journalists increase the credibility of the news story (Manning, 2001).
Thus, news sources also provide verification of where, when, how and why the event took
place and who were the parties involved. Another important function of news sources is
their ability to provide diverse viewpoints about the same issue or event (Comrie, 1999).
This function is critical in contemporary democratic societies as it enables an informed
public discussion and debate. It also helps to shield journalists from accusations of bias
(Tuchman, 1978). Finally, scholars have pointed out that regular ties with expert sources
(i.e., beats) help reduce newsroom uncertainty under deadline pressures (Manning, 2001).
In the daily news cycle, having access to reliable sources allows journalists to file timely
reports and explore issues in depth. In addition, sources satisfy the need for reflexivity and
interpretation in contemporary journalism (Albaek, Christiansen, & Togeby, 2003). 
The use of news sources can also be highly consequential, as news sources undoubtedly
have a significant impact on news coverage (Bennett, 1990; Berkowitz, 2009; Comrie, 1999;
Lawrence, 2000). For example, whose voices are heard in the news reporting is likely to
frame the news in certain ways (Entman, 2004). As Kim and Weaver (2003: 125) note,
“[n]ews reports are based on a selective articulation of certain voices about a given topic”.
Studies have also shown that different actors tend to frame the same issue differently. For
instance, Roth, Dunsby and Bero (2003) found that the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
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framed proposed federal tobacco regulation in scientific terms while public commentators
emphasized political and ideological frames. Differential framing impacts not only what the
public learns about a certain issue but also their attitudes and interpretations of the issue (de
Vreese, 2003). 
Clearly, the ability to speak up in the news gives more power to certain types of sources
to frame issues or events, while powerful sources simultaneously are more likely to be called
upon by journalists. Although it is disputed whether journalists or their sources “lead the
tango” (Gans, 1980; Reich, 2009; Strömbäck & Nord, 2006), there is no doubt that official
sources that are considered more credible and authoritative tend to be more common and
have stronger impact on news framing than sources that lack a powerbase and the legitimacy
that official sources are credited with (Berkowitz, 2009; Manning, 2001). The
preponderance of elite or official sources in media coverage has been explained most often
by the indexing hypothesis (Bennett, 1990) or by the official sources dominance model
(Lawrence, 2000; Shehata, 2007). Bennett (1990) argued that the news media tend to present
or “index” the views of the political elite, whereas Lawrence (2000) proposed an official
sources dominance model in her analysis of media coverage of crime in the United States.
She found that elected officials not only dominated but also significantly impacted crime
news coverage. There is general agreement that members of the political elite typically have
easier access to the media, with higher government officials such as the nation’s president
having even more influence (Bennett, 1990; Entman, 2004; Manning, 2001; Sigal, 1973).
Even though official sources are commonly used by the news media around the world
(Comrie, 1999; Kim & Weaver, 2003; Lawrence, 2000; Yoon & Gwangho, 2002), prior
research suggests a somewhat stronger reliance on official sources in the U.S. media
compared with other countries (Bennett et al., 2007; Hallin, 1986; McCarthy et al., 1996).
This holds true for routine news coverage (Berkowitz, 1987) as well as media coverage of
conflict events such as wars (Hallin, 1986) and economic crises (Lasorsa & Reese, 1990)
where journalists tend to favor high prestige sources. In an early study of the newsmaking
process, Sigal (1973) reported that government officials accounted for more than three-
quarters of the sources used in the leading U.S. media. More recently, in a comparative
content analysis of the elite press in Sweden and the United States, Dimitrova and
Strömbäck (2009) reported higher frequency of use of official sources in the American
coverage of the Iraq War than in the Swedish coverage of the same event. Consequentially,
we expect a higher reliance on official sources also in routine news coverage in U.S.
television news compared with Swedish television news. Thus, we advance the following
hypothesis: 
H1. Domestic official sources will be used more frequently in U.S. television news coverage
than in Swedish television news coverage.
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Examining news coverage can allow us to find out not only whose voices are heard but
also whose voices are not heard (Berkowitz, 2009). This is critically important from a social
responsibility perspective (Comrie, 1999). If the media constantly favor voicing the opinions
of certain groups it can lead to marginalizing other groups and their voices. One possible
consequence of such omission is limiting public understanding and debate on the important
issues of the day, thus undermining the participatory and deliberative qualities of
democracy.
The U.S. media has often been accused of being too ethnocentric and lacking
international focus, especially in typical daily newscasts. Statistics reported by the Project
of Excellence in Journalism (2005, 2008) have documented a downward trend in foreign
news on television. Indeed, research shows that U.S. network news devote considerably less
time to foreign news than their European counterparts in countries such as Germany,
Switzerland, Austria, Norway and Denmark (Rössler, 2004, p. 282). Studies of Swedish
television news have demonstrated that about 40% of news coverage focuses on foreign
news (Djerf-Pierre & Weibull, 2001; Jönsson & Strömbäck, 2007). In sum, Swedish media
seem to exhibit higher international diversity and include more foreign news in their daily
reporting. Several different factors may be contributing to such differences, not the least of
which is that Sweden is a small country and a member of the European Union. Thus, we
advance the following hypothesis: 
H2. International sources will be used more frequently in Swedish television news coverage
than in U.S. television news coverage.
There are many factors that may influence the selection and use of news sources.
Among them are the different journalism models and perceptions of the notion of
objectivity. For U.S. journalists, objectivity often means “expressing fairly the position of
each side in a political dispute”, thus giving a balanced view of stakeholders. Swedish
journalists, in contrast, tend to understand objectivity as “going beyond the statements of
the contending sides to the hard facts of a political dispute” (Patterson, 1998, p. 22). This
difference in journalist’s understanding of journalistic objectivity may lead not only to a
higher frequency of official sources in U.S. compared to Swedish news coverage, but also
to a higher frequency of other stakeholders or opinion holders such as ordinary citizens and
academic experts. Indeed, prior research comparing the use of sources in news reporting
between Swedish and U.S. newspapers found significant differences in the use of ordinary
citizens and academic experts as sources (Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2009). This research
shows that both types of sources were used more frequently in U.S. news reporting. Even
though these studies focused only on print media, we expect the same differences to hold
true for television as well. 
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H3: Ordinary citizens will be used as sources more frequently in U.S. television news
coverage than in Swedish television news coverage.
H4: Academic experts will be used as sources more frequently in U.S. television news
coverage than in Swedish television news coverage.
Another trend with respect to media’s reporting of politics and political processes is
towards increasing mediatization of politics (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; Strömbäck, 2008)
and media interventionism (Esser, 2008). Briefly, media interventionism refers to the degree
to which journalists report on politics and other issues in their own words, scenarios,
assessments and interpretations (Esser, 2008; Blumler & Gurevitch, 1995; Semetko et al.,
1991), instead of granting political and other social actors the opportunity to communicate
to the people through the media. Related to this are phenomena such as shrinking soundbites
(Hallin, 1992; Esser, 2008), a journalistic style that is interpretive rather than descriptive
(Patterson, 1993), and an increasing use of media analysts, journalists or media
spokespersons as sources. As research suggests that media interventionism is more
pronounced in U.S. news coverage – at least during election campaigns – than in other
countries (Esser, 2008; Esser & D’Angelo, 2006), we expect that U.S. television news will
be more reliant on media analysts or media spokespersons as sources than Swedish
television news. Thus, our last hypothesis is: 
H5: Media analysts will be used as sources more frequently in U.S. television news coverage
than in Swedish television news coverage.
Most previous studies that have examined the use of sources in news coverage have
looked at the coverage of domestic politics or specific events only, which is not
representative of the full universe of ordinary news journalism. Sourcing in other types of
news stories has rarely been studied. Therefore, we pose a research question to explore
whether source use is conditioned by whether the news stories are mainly about politics or
other topics. In addition to topic, it might be the case that source patterns vary depending
on whether the news is domestic, foreign, or hybrid news (i.e., a combination of foreign and
domestic news focus). To explore such possible differences, we add a second research
question: 
Research Question 1: Are there any differences in source use between television news stories
that mainly focus on politics versus other topics? 
Research Question 2: Are there any differences in source use between domestic, foreign, or
hybrid television news stories? 
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METHODOLOGY AND DATA
To test the hypotheses and answer the research questions above, a quantitative content
analysis of the leading television news networks in Sweden and the United States was used.
The top three television networks in the United States and the top two public service
channels and the leading commercial television channel in Sweden were selected for
analysis. In the United States, the study included CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News and
ABC World News. In Sweden, the study included Rapport and Aktuellt, both public service
news shows, and TV4 Nyheterna, the top commercial news show. The sample included two
weeks of routine news coverage on the selected channels in the fall of 2007—from October
19 to November 1, 2007. Weekend broadcasts were excluded. Taken together, the study
includes 682 news stories, distributed as follows: Rapport (166), Aktuellt (107), TV4
Nyheterna (101), CBS Evening News (105), NBC Nightly News (108), and ABC World News
(95).
The unit of analysis was the individual television news story. To ensure consistency, a
news story was defined as a clearly separate news segment that focuses on one main event,
topic or issue. Thus, the theme of the news segment should remain the same for each news
story. The segment may be introduced by a news anchor or aired on its own as video with
voice over package. All news stories except those in special segments about weather and
sports were analyzed. Advertisements were also excluded. 
Use of domestic official sources, ordinary citizens, academic experts, international
sources and media analysts was of particular interest in this study. For someone to be
counted as a source, a statement, fact or quote must be attributed to him or her within the
news story. Each source variable was coded on a presence/absence basis. The operational
definitions are provided below. 
Domestic official sources were defined as domestic politicians and government officials
in the United States and Sweden, respectively. Domestic government officials are people
hired by federal/national, regional or local governments, responsible for implementation of
different policies. Coders also looked for the use of ordinary citizens as sources within a
news story. People depicted as ordinary citizens are those who get to speak not due to their
position within a certain hierarchy but as everyday people. “Man on the street” interviews
are a good example of including ordinary citizens as a news source. Academic experts were
defined as sources that are given academic titles or credentials, such as “professor”,
“political scientist”, and the like, without a partisan label. The international sources category
included three types of sources: foreign politicians, foreign government officials and
spokespersons for transnational organizations. An example of the last source might be a
spokesperson for the European Union or the United Nations, or any other transnational
organization. Finally, we coded for the use of media analysts and media spokespersons as
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sources. This source category includes all members of the media that are used within the
news story besides the journalist covering the story. 
All news stories were coded according to the dominant location. Coders were instructed
to check 1 if the news story overwhelmingly focused on domestic affairs, 2 if the news story
overwhelmingly focused on foreign affairs, and 3 if the news story focused on both domestic
and foreign issues (i.e., hybrid news). Finally, all stories were coded according to the main
topic of the news stories. In all, 31 pre-defined topics were used for this coding, including
the residual category “other topics”. One of the topics was “politics/elections”, including
both domestic and foreign stories on politics or elections that did not focus on any particular
issue or issue-related topic from the list.
To check for intercoder reliability, six percent of the U.S. news stories were randomly
selected to include news stories from all news programs. Two coders – one of whom also
coded the Swedish news stories – coded these stories independently. The intercoder
reliability (Holsti’s formula) across all categories was .90 and across the categories used in
this study .95. 
RESULTS
Based on the first hypothesis, we expected official sources to be used more frequently
in U.S. television news than in Swedish television news. In this study, two different kinds
of official sources were included, more specifically domestic politicians and domestic
government officials. To investigate H1, these were combined into one category.
The results show that while domestic official sources were slightly more common in
U.S. than in Swedish television news (see Table 1), the difference was not statistically
significant (÷  = .606, p. = .436, df. = 1). Controlling for whether the news stories are2
domestic, foreign or hybrid (i.e., a combination of foreign and domestic affairs) shows,
however, that domestic official sources were significantly more common (÷  = 2.332, p. =2
.000, df. = 1) in U.S. than in Swedish television news when the news were about foreign
affairs. In foreign news, domestic official sources were included in 26% of the U.S. and only
1% of the Swedish news stories. Interestingly, and contrary to the hypothesis, domestic
government officials were significantly more common (÷  = 4.008, p. = .045, df. = 1) in2
Swedish than in U.S. domestic news stories. There was no difference with respect to hybrid
news stories.
Controlling for whether the topic of the news stories was about politics and elections
shows, however, that domestic official sources were significantly more common (÷ = 4.777,2 
p. = .029, df. = 1) in U.S. news stories on politics than in Swedish news stories. Domestic
official sources were included in 88% of the U.S. and 57% of the Swedish news stories that
focused on politics or elections. 
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Taken together, the results demonstrate that domestic official sources were more
common in U.S. than in Swedish news stories when they were about foreign affairs or about
politics and elections – supporting H1 – but less common when the news were about
domestic issues in general – contrary to H1. Overall, disregarding the location and the topic
of news stories, domestic official sources were not more common in U.S. than in Swedish
television news.
These results suggest the conditionality of source use, and the importance of
investigating the use of sources in routine news coverage and not only in the coverage of
special events such as wars, crises or elections. Both the topic and the location of news
stories matter for the broadcast news’ use of official sources, as illistrated by Figure 1
below. While perhaps not surprising, these results nevertheless warn against making broad
generalizations based on studies that focus on foreign news or politics and elections only.
The second hypothesis predicted that international sources would be used more
frequently in Swedish than in U.S. television news. In this case, three kinds of international
sources were included, namely foreign politicians, foreign government officials and
spokespersons for transnational organizations such as the United Nations. To investigate H2,
these were combined into one category.
The results show that international sources indeed were significantly more common (÷2
= 8.668, p. = .003, df. = 1) in Swedish than in U.S. television news. More specifically,
international sources were included in 12% of the Swedish and 6% of the U.S. news stories.
On this level of analysis, the hypothesis is thus supported. Controlling for the location of the
news stories shows, however, that the more frequent appearance of international sources is
purely a function of the fact that Swedish television news carries more foreign news stories
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than U.S. television news. Within the categories of foreign and hybrid news, international
sources are used about as often in both countries’ television news. More specifically, in
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foreign news, international sources are used in 40% of the Swedish and 37% of the U.S.
news stories, and in hybrid news, in 13% of the news stories in both countries. Whether the
news are about politics and election does make a difference, however, as international
sources were included in 21% of the Swedish news stories on politics and elections and in
none of the U.S. news stories on this topic. The main reason for this is that Swedish
television news covers elections abroad – not least, within the European Union and in the
U.S. – more often than U.S. television news does.
The third hypothesis predicted that ordinary citizens would be used more frequently as
sources in U.S. television news than in Swedish television news. The results show that
30%of the U.S. news stories include at least one ordinary citizen as a source while 25% of
the Swedish news stories do. This difference is not significant (÷  = 2.712, p = .100, df. =2
1), at least not on the aggregate level. Breaking down the results according to the location
of the news story leads to some interesting observations though: With respect to domestic
news, ordinary citizens appear as sources in 36% of the U.S. and 24% of the Swedish news
stories. This difference is in the direction predicted by the hypothesis and is statistically
significant (÷  = 7.395, p = .007, df. = 1). With respect to foreign news, the pattern is2
reversed: In this case, ordinary citizens are featured as sources in 28% of the Swedish and
11% of the U.S. news stories, contrary to the hypothesis. This difference is also significant
(÷  = 3.835, p = .050, df. = 1). With respect to hybrid news, there is no statistically2
significant difference. As for the importance of topic, no statistical differences were found
depending on whether the news stories were about politics/elections or other topics. Thus,
the results suggest that the use of ordinary citizens is conditioned by the location of the news
stories but not by whether the stories are about politics/elections.
The most pronounced difference so far is related to H4, predicting that academic experts
will be used more frequently as sources in U.S. television news than in Swedish television
news. As shown in Table 1, academic experts appear as sources in 20% of the U.S.
television news stories, compared with 10% of the Swedish television news stories. This
difference is highly significant (÷  = 13.416, p = .000, df. = 1), lending support to the fourth2
hypothesis. This difference does only appear, however, when the news is about domestic
affairs. With respect to hybrid news and foreign news the pattern is in the direction of the
hypothesis, but without reaching statistical significance. Something similar can be said
about the impact of topic: In both cases the differences between U.S. and Swedish television
news in their reliance on academic experts as sources are in the direction of the hypothesis,
but the difference is statistically significant only when the news is about topics other than
politics (÷  = 14.450, p = .000, df. = 1). 2
The last hypothesis predicted that media analysts or media spokespersons would be used
as sources more frequently in U.S. than in Swedish television news. As shown in Table 1,
this hypothesis is not supported. The location of the news story makes no difference,
although the results suggest that Swedish television news is particularly likely to use media
analysts or spokespersons as sources when the news is about foreign affairs, whereas U.S.
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television news appears to be more likely to use media analysts as sources in hybrid news.
In the latter case the N is so small, however, that the small difference with respect to hybrid
news does not merit any particular attention. As for topic, no pattern can be discerned
depending on whether the news is about politics or other topics. 
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POST-HOC ANALYSIS
It might be the case, however, that the results are affected by the inclusion of all news
stories, and would show a different pattern if the study included only longer news stories.
To test this proposition, we first excluded all stories shorter than 54 seconds, which is half
of the mean length of all news stories. This does not affect the results. Although the
frequencies for each source category change, on the aggregate level the same differences are
significant or insignificant as when all news stories are included. When excluding all stories
shorter than the mean length (108 seconds) of all news stories, the more frequent use of
ordinary citizens in U.S. as compared to Swedish television news becomes statistically
significant (÷  = 5.051, p = .025, df. = 1). Aside from that, the same differences are2
significant or insignificant as when all news stories are included. Thus, the length of the
news story does not seem to significantly affect cross-national differences and similarities
in source use.
DISCUSSION
While there is scholarly consensus regarding the importance of news sources, there are
still rather few comparative studies on how the media in different countries use sources.
This is particularly true with respect to television news and beyond the coverage of specific
events such as wars, crises and elections. To go beyond these limitations, the purpose of this
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study was to compare the use of sources in routine news coverage in television news in the
United States and Sweden to better understand journalism practice in each country.
The study found some, but in most cases qualified, support for several of the proposed
hypotheses. Most importantly, the results suggest that the use of news sources in television
news is conditioned by both the location and the topic of news stories. To summarize the
results: While H1 predicted that domestic official sources would be more common in U.S.
than Swedish television news, the results show that this hypothesis was supported when the
news stories were about foreign affairs (consistent with previous research on U.S. and
Swedish press coverage of the Iraq War – see Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2009) but not about
domestic issues. In domestic news stories, official sources were in fact more common as
sources in Swedish than in U.S. television news, contrary to our expectations. But when the
news was about politics and elections, domestic official sources were however significantly
more common in U.S. than in Swedish television news, which concurs with prior research
on election coverage in both countries (Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2009). Thus, the use of
domestic official sources was conditioned by both the location and the topic of the news
stories. Implicitly, this finding suggests that U.S. officials have more impact on the framing
of foreign news as well as news about politics and elections.
We predicted that international sources would be more common in Swedish than in U.S.
television news, and on the aggregate level this hypothesis was supported. Further analyses
showed, however, that this was mainly because Swedish television news carried more stories
on foreign affairs than U.S. television news. Controlling for the location of the news stories,
there were no significant differences between Swedish and U.S. television news. However,
Swedish television news used more international sources in the coverage of politics and
elections than did U.S. television news. Thus, the use of international sources was
conditioned by both the location and the topic of news stories.
Additionally, we expected that ordinary citizens would be more common in U.S. than
in Swedish television news. The results show that this hypothesis was not supported on the
aggregate level, but supported with respect to domestic news. With respect to foreign news,
the pattern was however reversed. Whether the news story was about politics did not make
a difference. Thus, the use of ordinary citizens as sources was conditioned by the location
but not the topic of the news story. 
We also predicted that academic experts would be used as sources more often in U.S.
than in Swedish television news, and this hypothesis was supported on the aggregate level
and when the news was about domestic affairs. It was not supported when the stories were
about foreign or hybrid news, although the pattern was in the direction of the hypothesis.
As for the impact of topic, the difference between U.S. and Swedish television news in their
use of academic experts as sources was significant only when the news was about topics
other than politics. Overall, the results suggest that the use of academic experts is less
conditioned by the location or topic of news stories than the use of domestic officials,
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international actors and ordinary citizens as sources. This may be related to differences in
the media system between the two countries noted earlier. 
Finally, the last hypothesis predicted that media analysts would be more common as
sources in U.S. than in Swedish television news. This hypothesis was not supported,
regardless of the location or the topic of news stories.
Overall then, the results suggest that at least the use of domestic officials, international
actors, ordinary citizens and academic experts as sources is conditioned by the location and
the topic of news stories. This points a more complex pattern of source use than anticipated
and underscores the importance of investigating source use across not only countries, but
also across locations and topics of news stories. Considering that some of the above fail to
confirm differences found in research comparing source use in Swedish and U.S. newspaper
coverage of wars and elections (see Dimitrova & Strömbäck, 2009), the results also
underscore the importance of investigating source use across different media and different
news events.
CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH
Overall, the findings of this study suggest a more complex pattern of source use in
national TV news coverage than anticipated. Not only are there differences in the use of
news sources across countries, but also across topics and across the location of the news
stories. Comparing these results with those from earlier studies on source use in Swedish
and U.S. media, the results also suggest that there might be significant differences in source
use between a) routine news coverage and the coverage of special events such as wars and
elections, b) domestic news and foreign news reporting, c) political versus other types of
news and d) television and newspaper coverage. 
As such, this study warns against tendencies to generalize too far from studies on source
use that are based on the media coverage in single countries, of specific events, or on one
type of medium only. Hence, it also suggests a need to re-evaluate theories regarding the
journalistic use of sources that have not been tested across countries, media, events,
locations and topics. Although some research might show that official sources, to take just
one example, are more common in one country’s newspaper coverage of foreign affairs or
wars and crises, as compared with newspapers in another country, this does not necessarily
lend itself to the conclusion that the media in the former case in general have a stronger
tendency to use official sources than the media in other countries. In other words, while the
journalistic need for sources is a constant, the journalistic use of sources is a variable that
might be both country-, medium-, issue- and context-sensitive. 
Hence, future comparative research on media source use should take special precautions
to include several media and the coverage of different types of news on different topics and
news events. This brings us to this study’s limitations. While we believe that this study has
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helped to advance and qualify our knowledge of the media’s source use in different
countries and with respect to routine news coverage, we do acknowledge that this study is
restricted to television news only. We also acknowledge that two weeks routine news
coverage is a limited time period. Further research on the use of news sources should thus
not only include several media and the coverage of different types of news on different
topics and news events; it should also include longer time periods, preferably spread across
time in order to increase generalizability and to capture changes across time both within and
across countries.
These limitations notwithstanding, this study, beyond the specific results, shows that
more research is warranted before firm conclusions can be drawn with respect to media’s
use of sources across different countries. Considering the significance of news sources and
their impact on media framing and audience perceptions, it should be an important task for
journalism scholars to go beyond single countries, news outlets, issues and contexts when
studying and drawing conclusions about media’s source use.
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